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The Cape Colony of the eighteenth century was one of the most prosperous 
regions in the world. This paper shows that Cape farmers prospered, on average, 
because of the economies of scale and scope achieved through slavery. Slaves 
allowed farmers to specialise in agricultural products that were in high demand 
from the passing ships – notably, wheat, wine and meat – and the by-products 
from these products, such as tallow, skins, soap and candles. In exchange, 
farmers could import cheap manufactured products from Europe and the East. 
Secondly, the paper investigates why the relative affluence of the early settlers 
did not evolve into a high growth trajectory. The use of slaves as a substitute for 
wage labour or other capital investments allowed farmers to prosper, but it also 
resulted in severe inequality. It was this high inequality that drove the growth-
debilitating institutions posited by Engerman and Sokoloff (2000). The 
immigration of Europeans was discouraged after 1717, and again during the 
middle of the century, while education was limited to the wealthy. Factor 
endowments interacted with institutions to create a highly unequal early South 
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too,	 uses	 the	 opgaafrolle	 to	 estimate	 the	 impact	 of	 changing	 property	 rights	 systems	 on	















indicate	 some	 market	 interaction	 and	 specialisation.	 The	 results	 point	 to	 growth	 in	 the	
acquisition	of	per	capita	household	assets	from	1700	until	1750	and	again	between	the	1770s	

















surpluses	 requires	 explanation.	 This	 paper,	 therefore,	 investigates	 the	 composition	 of	
productive	assets	at	the	Cape:	Did	farmers	substitute	wage	labour	with	other	forms	of	capital	–	
and,	if	so,	what	type	of	capital?	Slaves	are	found	to	be	the	most	valued	productive	assets	at	the	


































Products	 Sum	 Mean	 SD	 Max	 Med	 p75	 p90	 Non‐0	 %	0s	
Slaves	 12682 4.92	 8.65 148	 2 6 14 1694	 34.26%	
Cattle	 140436 54.50	 108.26 2000	 15 68 153 1486	 42.34%	
Horses	 16128 6.26	 13.05 296	 2 8 18 1472	 42.88%	
Sheep	 901357 349.77	 689.20 10200	 0 428 1010 1271	 50.68%	
Ploughs	 1587 0.62	 1.20 19	 0 1 2 921	 64.26%	
Corn	sieves	 214 0.08	 0.30 3	 0 0 0 195	 92.43%	
Boats	 62 0.02	 0.17 3	 0 0 0 54	 97.90%	
Buckets	 7102 2.76	 3.78 61	 2 4 6 1662	 35.51%	
Spades	 5169 2.01	 13.12 450	 0 2 5 906	 64.84%	
Guns	 2972 1.15	 2.11 47	 0 2 3 1169	 54.64%	
Brandy	
stills	 407 0.16	 0.43 5	 0 0 1 357	 86.15%	
Wagons	 3109 1.21	 1.96 40	 1 2 3 1400	 45.67%	
Anvil	 130 0.05	 0.26 3	 0 0 0 107	 95.85%	
Bench	vice	 263 0.10	 0.38 7	 0 0 0 223	 91.35%	
Balance	 1023 0.40	 0.91 9	 0 0 1 618	 76.02%	
Fire‐tong	 1958 0.76	 1.72 33	 0 1 2 1020	 60.42%	
Oven	 2264 0.88	 2.20 24	 0 0 3 594	 76.95%	
Bedstead	 3284 1.27	 1.86 26	 1 2 4 1307	 49.28%	
Chairs	 25719 9.98	 15.45 125	 4 12 28 1734	 32.71%	
Trousers	 2929 1.14	 5.39 143	 0 0 3 433	 83.20%	
Irons	 2225 0.86	 1.75 35	 0 1 2 1048	 59.33%	
Books	 10518 4.08	 77.65 3856	 0 1 5 688	 73.30%	
Timepieces	 776 0.30	 0.89 30	 0 0 1 529	 79.47%	
Snuff‐box	 2580 1.00	 18.15 783	 0 0 1 440	 82.93%	
Paintings	 11664 4.53	 11.05 134	 0 4 15 789	 69.38%	
Mirrors	 4368 1.69	 5.90 193	 0 2 4 1196	 53.59%	
Bird	cage	 1003 0.39	 1.23 17	 0 0 2 355	 86.22%	








































1741	 and	 1745	 constituted	 55%	 of	 total	 inventory	 valuations	 of	 the	 sugar	 plantations.	 This	




















































p l o u g h 	w i t h 	7 9 % 	o f 	f a r m e r s 	i n 	w e a l t h 	g r o u p 	4 . 	C o m p a r e d 	t o 	D e 	V r ies’s	 estimates	 of	






Region	 Class	 Source	 Date	
1711‐
1750	
Cape	Colony	 1	 Own	 17
Cape	Colony	 2	 Own	 30
Cape	Colony	 3	 Own	 638 
 
Cape	Colony	 4	 Own	 79
Leeuwarderadeel	 1	 De	Vries	 ‐
Leeuwarderadeel	 2	 De	Vries	 63










Region	 Class	 Source	 Date	
1711‐
1750	
Cape	Colony	 1	 Own	 26
Cape	Colony	 2	 Own	 44
Cape	Colony	 3	 Own	 80
Cape	Colony	 4	 Own	 96
Leeuwarderadeel	 1	 De	Vries	 17
Leeuwarderadeel	 2	 De	Vries	 77





















Cape	Colony	 Own	 40 46
Cornwall	 Overton	 2 2




































data	 is	 calculated	 as	 follows:	 the	 number	 of	 product	 varieties	 owned	 by	 each	 household	 is	
counted	(there	are	49	households	owning	none	of	the	twenty‐eight	products	and	one	household	
owning	27	of	the	28	products).	The	households	are	then	grouped	by	the	number	of	product	















                                                       
5 Categories 23-27 are merged because of very few observations. 
6 This makes sense once the raw data is considered: for poorer individuals, trousers are often enumerated as a 


















final	 category	 to	 appear.	 It	 is	 perhaps	 surprising	 that	 these	 are	 acquired	 only	 after	 luxury	
products,	but	points	to	an	important	predisposition	at	the	Cape:	large,	productive	assets	were	
owned	by	an	elite	few,	appearing	below	luxury	products	on	the	farmers	list	of	consumption	






                                                       
7 There is a correlation of 0.58 between the number of items owned and the ownership of slaves (which is used 
as a proxy for welfare above). Not all the “poor” as measured by the spread of items owned are thus necessarily 
those with few slaves, and vice versa. Nevertheless, the trends reported in Table 4 are similar when slave 










Products  0‐4  5‐8  9‐12  13‐16  17‐20  21‐24  25‐28  Total 
N  542  666  671  455  174  62  7  2577 
Slaves  26.8%  52.0%  77.2%  97.6%  99.4%  98.4%  100.0%  65.7% 
Cattle  31.0%  59.3%  62.7%  64.2%  82.8%  95.2%  100.0%  57.7% 
Horses  25.1%  55.4%  64.4%  69.2%  87.4%  98.4%  100.0%  57.1% 
Sheep  22.1%  50.5%  53.2%  57.6%  75.3%  93.5%  100.0%  49.3% 
Ploughs  3.0%  19.7%  46.1%  58.2%  77.0%  95.2%  100.0%  35.7% 
Corn sieves  0.0%  0.3%  2.5%  13.8%  35.1%  74.2%  85.7%  7.6% 
Boats  0.4%  1.2%  1.8%  2.6%  4.0%  14.5%  57.1%  2.1% 
Buckets  8.9%  53.0%  88.2%  95.4%  95.4%  100.0%  100.0%  64.5% 
Spades  1.1%  13.8%  46.6%  63.5%  80.5%  95.2%  100.0%  35.2% 
Guns  10.3%  40.2%  54.1%  62.9%  76.4%  90.3%  100.0%  45.4% 
Brandy stills  0.2%  2.7%  8.6%  28.6%  53.4%  80.6%  100.0%  13.9% 
Wagons  15.9%  53.2%  61.7%  70.1%  90.8%  100.0%  100.0%  54.3% 
Anvil  0.7%  0.9%  1.9%  3.3%  17.8%  56.5%  42.9%  4.2% 
Bench vice  0.6%  2.3%  7.0%  13.6%  31.6%  56.5%  85.7%  8.7% 
Balance  0.7%  5.6%  22.7%  50.1%  75.9%  93.5%  100.0%  24.0% 
Fire‐tong  3.3%  19.8%  48.1%  73.4%  83.3%  98.4%  100.0%  39.6% 
Oven  1.8%  8.9%  24.3%  43.5%  69.0%  59.7%  100.0%  23.1% 
Bedstead  14.2%  30.0%  61.5%  84.2%  94.8%  100.0%  100.0%  50.7% 
Chairs  18.6%  56.3%  87.3%  95.4%  97.1%  100.0%  100.0%  67.3% 
Trousers  24.7%  12.8%  12.1%  18.0%  21.3%  14.5%  71.4%  16.8% 
Irons  2.4%  20.7%  51.1%  74.7%  85.1%  95.2%  100.0%  40.7% 
Books  10.5%  14.9%  24.4%  44.6%  62.1%  80.6%  100.0%  26.7% 
Timepieces  8.1%  11.1%  15.4%  34.7%  52.3%  83.9%  100.0%  20.5% 
Snuff‐box  5.2%  7.4%  14.6%  31.0%  46.0%  61.3%  85.7%  17.1% 
Paintings  4.6%  18.5%  34.0%  49.9%  71.8%  88.7%  85.7%  30.6% 
Mirrors  6.1%  31.7%  53.2%  79.1%  95.4%  100.0%  100.0%  46.4% 
Bird cage  0.7%  3.5%  12.8%  29.2%  39.1%  56.5%  85.7%  13.8% 















v y i n g 	f o r 	a s 	l o w 	a 	p r i c e 	a s 	t h e 	m a r k e t 	c o u l d 	p o s s i b l y 	p r o v i d e . 	Furthermore,	 the	 Company	
prohibited	manufacturing	activity	and	disallowed	any	private	traders	of	goods	to	find	alternative	
e x p o r t 	m a r k e t s 	f o r 	C a p e 	g o o d s . 	T o 	t h e 	e x t e n t 	t h a t 	f a r m e r s 	w e r e 	market‐oriented,	 their	
investment	choices	would	have	been	influenced	by	these	market	limitations.	
	
The	 current	 consensus	 is	 that	 these	 mercantilist	 institutions	 would	 have	 had	 a	 detrimental	
impact	on	Cape	economic	performance.	Even	Smith	(1776)	in	his	treatise,	The	Wealth	of	Nations,	
notes:	 “The	 government	 of	 an	 exclusive	 company	 of	 merchants	 is,	 perhaps,	 the	 worst	 of	 all	
governments	 for	 any	 country	 whatever”	 (IV.7.33).	 Referring	 to	 th e 	D u t c h 	c o l o n i e s , 	S m i t h 	




The	 living	 standards	 reflected	 in	 the	 28	 probate	 products	 support	 Smith’s	 notion	 that	 “the	
progress	...	has	been	considerable”	relative	to	those	of	other	“established”	regions.	Cape	farmers,	
on	 average,	 owned	 more	 possessions	 than	 those	 regions	 of	 Holland	 and	 England	 for	 which	
comparative	figures	are	available	(see	Fourie	2011).	It	is,	however,	Smith’s	second	belief	–	that	
“progress	 ...	 has	 seen	 languid	 and	 slow	 in	 comparison	 with	 that	 of	 the	 greater	 part	 of	 new	
colonies”	–	that	requires	further	attention.	Undoubtedly,	Cape	settlers	were	no	worse	off	relative	
to	settlers	of	the	North	American	colonies	for	which	probates	are	available.	Yet,	perhaps	Smith’s	
reference	 here	 refers	 not	 to	 contemporaneous	 living	 standards,	 but	 rather	 to	 the	 growth	
potential	of	the	colonies	or,	in	other	words,	the	colonies’	development	trajectories.	
	



















                                                       
8 In contrast to the relatively high capital costs of wheat and wine farming, cattle farming – with land leased from 
the Company annually – provided an affordable alternative for young settlers (Neumark 1956). The low barriers 





required	 economies	 of	 scale	 and	 in	 the	 absence	 of	 large	 numbers	o f 	w a g e 	l a b o u r e r s , 	t h e 	
C o m p a n y 	d e c i d e d 	t o 	e n c o u r a g e 	s l a v e 	i m p o r t s 	a s 	a 	w a y 	t o 	k e e p 	f a r mers’	 input	 costs	 to	 a	
minimum,	 with	 a	 view	 to	 address	 the	 constant	 objections	 against	t h e 	l o w 	p r i c e s 	s e t 	b y 	t h e	
Company.	However,	slaves	soon	became	an	important	investment	for	Cape	settlers	and,	as	many	
s c h o l a r s 	h a v e 	n o t e d , 	t h e 	“ b a c k b o n e ” 	o f 	t h e 	C a p e 	e c o n o m y . 	N o t 	o n l y 	d i d 	s l a v e s 	s a t i s f y 	t h e 	









frontier	 activities.	 Slave	 and	 household	 labour	 –	 and,	 Khoisan	 indentured	 labour,	 probably	
underrepresented	in	the	data	although	statistical	evidence	for	this	is	virtually	nonexistent	–	thus	





But	 behind	 this	 seemingly	 simple	 production	 structure,	 a	 gradual	 process	 of	 Cape	 proto‐
industrialisation	emerged.	This	is	not	easy	to	detect,	and	the	availability	of	quantitative	evidence	
in	 the	 opgaafrolle	e x p l a i n s 	w h y 	m o s t 	h i s t o r i a n s 	h a v e 	n e g l e c t e d 	i t s 	i m p a c t . 	C o n s t r ained	 by	
Company	 policies,	 the	 Cape	 economy	 did	 not	 follow	 the	 same	 traje c t o r y 	a s 	i n 	o t h e r 	p r o t o ‐


















                                                       
9 Willem ten Damme in 1714 (MOOC 8/2.117), Pieter Willem Regnault in 1765 (MOOC 8/11.42) and Hand 













c a r p e n t r y 	e q u i p m e n t . 	T h e 	w h i t e 	l i n e 	r e p r e s e n t s 	t h e 	n u m b e r 	o f 	i n ventories	 (shown	 on	 the	
secondary	y‐axis).	Carpentry	equipment	is	predominantly	owned	by	individuals	that	already	
own	 several	 product	 items,	 i.e.	 wealthy	 individuals.	 A	 strong,	 positive	 correlation	 between	
equipment	 ownership	 and	 wealth	 corroborates	 this.	 (The	 same	 trends	 are	 visible	 if	 all	




                                                       
10 There is some evidence that certain types of equipment follow a different distribution. Shoemaking-
equipment, specifically, are rather equally distributed across the spectrum of product groups. The low absolute 

















































colonies	 (where	 slaves	 were	 absent).	 This	 resulted	 in	 new	 innovations	 and	 technology	 that	
increased	labour	productivity.	Where	farmers	substituted	labour‐substituting	investments	with	
slaves,	though,	there	was	little	incentive	to	improve	labour	productivity.	Smith	noted	this	effect	
in	 1776,	 saying	 “slaves,	 however,	 are	 very	 seldom	 inventive;	 and	 all	 the	 most	 important	
i m p r o v e m e n t s , 	e i t h e r 	i n 	m a c h i n e r y , 	o r 	i n 	t h e 	a r r a n g e m e n t 	a n d 	d i stribution	 of	 work	 which	






result	 in	 growth‐debilitating	 institutions,	 such	 as	 low	 access	 to	 education,	 low	 levels	 of	





























The	 extent	 to	 which	 these	 institutions	 influenced	 later	 South	 African	 development	 is	 more	




century	 (which	 also	 made	 use	 of	 cheap,	 indentured	 labour	 on	 the	m i n e s ) . 	T h e 	c a u s a l 	l i n k 	
connecting	early	inequality	to	twentieth	century	Apartheid	is	even	more	questionable.	Yet,	there	
is	little	doubt	that	slavery	contributed	to	high	inequality	that	perpetuated	the	institutions	of	a	
wealthy	 but	 static	 eighteenth	 century	 Cape	 economy.	 Following	 the	 Engerman‐Sokoloff	
hypothesis,	 these	 institutions	 created	 during	 “Dutch	 colonialism ” 	– 	t h e 	“ r a c i s m 	a n d 	r a c i a l 	
inequality	in	the	distribution	of	political,	economic	and	ideological	power”	–	“contributed	most,	






b e 	a d v a n t a g e o u s 	t o 	t h e 	E u r o p e a n 	s e t t l e r s 	i n 	t h e 	s h o r t ‐ r u n 	b u t 	h ad	 negative	 long‐run	
implications	for	Cape	society.	As	the	low	incidence	of	capital	equipment	show,	Cape	farmers	
invested	surplus	savings	in	purchasing	slaves	rather	than	labour‐saving	investments	in	capital	
equipment.	 In	 other	 societies	 –	 notably	 those	 of	 England,	 Holland	 and	 the	 North	 American	
colonies	–	labour‐saving	investments	would	give	rise	to	new	technologies	and	innovations	that	
would	propel	labour	to	higher	productivity.	Slave	labour,	benefiting	from	economies	of	scale	and	









i n 	g r o w t h ‐ d e b i l i t a t i n g 	i n s t i t u t i o n s . 	W h i l e 	t h e 	C a p e 	d i d 	n o t 	a d h ere	 to	 the	 traditional	























ALLEN, R. C. 2009. The British Industrial Revolution in Global Perspective, Cambridge, UK, 
Cambridge University Press. 
ALLEN, R. C. & WEISDORF, J. L. 2011. Was there an ‘industrious revolution’ before the industrial 
revolution? An empirical exercise for England, c. 1300-1830. Economic History Review, 64, 
715-729. 
BELLESILES, M. 2000. Arming America: The Origins of a National Gun Culture, New York, Alfred A. 
Knopf. 
BOSHOFF, W. H. & FOURIE, J. 2010. The significance of the Cape trade route to economic activity in 
the Cape Colony: a medium-term business cycle analysis. European Review of Economic 
History, 14, 469-503. 
CARR, L. G. & WALSH, L. S. 1988. The Standard of Living in the Colonial Chesapeake. The William 
and Mary Quarterly, 45, 135-159. 
DE KOCK, M. H. 1924. Economic History of South Africa, Cape Town, Juta. 
DE VRIES, J. 1974. The Dutch Rural Economy in the Golden Age, 1500-1700, New Haven, Yale 
University Press. 
DE ZWART, P. 2011. Real wages at the Cape of Good Hope: a long-term perspective, 1652-1912. 
Stellenbosch: Economic Society of South Africa conference. 
DEAN, D., NFA, A. H., OVERTON, M. & WHITTLE, J. 2004. Production and Consumption in English 
Households, 1600-1750, London, Routledge. 
FEINSTEIN, C. 2005. An Economic History of South Africa, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. 
FOURIE, J. 2011. The nature and growth of wealth in the Cape Colony: measurements from probate 
inventories. Stellenbosch: Stellenbosch University. 
FOURIE, J., ROSS, R. & VILJOEN, R. 2011. Literacy at Cape missionary stations. Stellenbosch: 
Stellenbosch University. 
FOURIE, J. & VAN ZANDEN, J. L. 2011. GDP in the Dutch Cape Colony: the national accounts of a 
slave-based society. Stellenbosch: University of Stellenbosch. 
FOURIE, J. & VON FINTEL, D. 2010. The dynamics of inequality in a newly settled, pre-Industrial 
society: Evidence from Cape Colony tax records. Cliometrica, 4, 229-267. 
FOURIE, J. & VON FINTEL, D. 2011a. A History with Evidence: Income Inequality in the Dutch Cape 
Colony. Economic History of Developing Regions, 26, 16-48. 
FOURIE, J. & VON FINTEL, D. 2011b. Settler skills and colonial development. ERSA Working Paper 
213. 
JONES, A. H. 1980. Wealth of a Nation to Be: The American Colonies on the Eve of the Revolution, 
New York, Columbia University Press. 
JOOSTE, G. J. 1973. Die Geskiedenis van Wynbou en Wynhandel in die Kaapkolonie, 1753-1795. 
Masters dissertation, Stellenbosch University. 
KRZESINKSKI-DE WIDT, A. 2002. Die Boedelinventarisse van erflaters in die distrik Stellenbosch 
1679-1806, Stellenbosch, Stellenbosch Museum. 
LIEBENBERG, H., CLAYTON, F., FAASEN, K., VAN AS, E., VAN DER MERWE, J., RALL, M. & 
MEYER, I. 2007. The inventories of the Orphan Chamber of the Cape of Good Hope. In: 
WORDEN, N. (ed.) Contingent Lives: Social Identity and Material Culture in the VOC World. 
Cape Town: University of Cape Town. 19 
 
LINDGREN, J. T. & HEATHER, J. L. 2002. Counting Guns in Early America. William & Mary Law 
Review, 43, 1777-1842. 
MAIN, G. L. 2002. Many Things Forgotten: The Use of Probate Records in "Arming America". The 
William and Mary Quarterly, 59, 211-216. 
NEUMARK, S. D. 1956. Economic influences on the South African frontier, 1652-1836, Stanford, 
Stanford University Press. 
SHERIDAN, R. B. 1965. The Wealth of Jamaica in the Eighteenth Century Economic History Review, 
18, 292-311  
SMITH, A. 1776. The Wealth of Nations. In: CANNON, E. (ed.). London: 1904: Methuen & Co., Ltd. 
SOKOLOFF, K. L. & ENGERMAN, S. L. 2000. History Lessons. Journal of Economic Perspectives, 
14, 217-232. 
TANAP. 2010. Context: History of the Orphan Chamber of the Cape of Good Hope [Online]. 
www.tanap.net. 
TERREBLANCHE, S. 2002. A History of inequality in South Africa 1652-2002, Pietermaritzburg, 
University of Natal Press. 
VAN DUIN, P. & ROSS, R. 1987. The Economy of the Cape Colony in the 18th Century, Leiden, The 
Centre for the Study of European Expansion. 
VAN ZYL, D. J. 1974. Kaapse Wyn en Brandewyn, 1795-1860, Cape Town and Pretoria, HAUM. 
WEATHERILL, L. 1988. Consumer behaviour and material culture in Britain, 1660-1760, London and 
New York, Routledge. 
 
	
 